The Other Side (2001) is a children's story with multicultural characters and themes that can be regarded as an aesthetic exploration of the human experience in the process of the acquisition of knowledge. Following the Black Arts Movement, Jacqueline Woodson's work portrays many of the issues that are present in the real world but seldom appear in children's literature, such as racial division or interracial relationships. Using the metaphor of a fence, this African American author reveals issues of loneliness and friendship, inclusion and exclusion, and the overcoming of prejudice and segregation through the wisdom of Clover and Annie, an African American and a white girl, who become friends. The story is told from the point of view of Clover who is both the protagonist and the first person narrator. The reader, thus, gets to see and understand the world through her eyes.
African American children's literature has roots in African American's determination to maintain a sense of themselves as fully human in the face of their legal status as property and to maintain some control over their own lives. Where literacy was forbidden and denied to African Americans, story and song flourished and served to entertain, to discipline, to provide information, to subvert slaveholders' intentions, and to transmit to children the values and attitudes that the community deemed necessary for its survival. (2007: 4) Gradually, as the number of African Americans that had access to freedom and literacy increased throughout the 19 th century, some newspapers and periodicals launched by black religious people appeared as vehicles for self-definition, self-determination and self-expression. Some of them such as The Recorder (1852) included readings for children. These publications, along with others created towards the end of the century in Writing where the reader's life is legitimized and by extension, the reader is legitimized" (Woodson 2001b: 48) . Woodson clearly labels her work political, yet not the kind of didactic political writing that discourages the reader from recognizing himself or herself. Her books for children enable many young African American readers to free their minds of the idea that they are not alone. She articulates the stance that literature can be uplifting and heal the individual. In the past, despite the effort of many African American intellectuals to change it, numerous white authors created novels that contributed to institutionalize the image of blacks as infantile, unintelligent, comical, and ugly (Bishop 2007 , Harris 2007 , hooks 2003 , Manuel 2009 , Tolson 2008 Although a final ideology is always a compendium of different voices, this movement, which arose in the late 1960s, "moves toward educating the African American community to its collective and differing histories; reflects the community and its culture and concerns; and addresses their social, spiritual and physical needs" As many of the picture storybooks written for younger readers, The Other Side depicts children facing situations and problems that are common to all young children. In spite of its brevity, only twenty-nine pages, Woodson manages to create an engaging plot, to develop Clover's full character, and to show with words and pictures an integral setting in which a number of relevant themes are revealed such as children's curiosity, friendship, family, race and prejudice. The other important aspect to be considered is that the story is told from the point of view of a young African American girl: Clover.
She is both the protagonist and the first person narrator. The reader, thus, gets to see and understand the world through her eyes. This is important not only because as a black girl she represents the figure of the "Self" and not the "Other", but also because as we will see, she breaks old stereotypes regarding the traditional portrayal of African American characters.
To begin with the analysis of the narrative style, let us examine the plot and how the author's choice of words introduces the reader in the story and the character's reality.
The plot revolves around the presence of the fence that separates the town where Clover lives. Woodson portrays Clover's growing awareness of the world that surrounds her and how she gradually becomes more observant. The opening line of the book is: "That summer the fence that stretched through our town seemed bigger" (Woodson 2001a: 2) .
By using the demonstrative pronoun "that" at the beginning of the sentence, emotional meaning and attention are draw to the fact that that particular summer was a crucial one in her childhood. The structure pattern of starting a phrase with the words "that summer" is repeated later throughout the story adding significance and impact to the term. It was that summer, we can then interpret, when Clover discovered, and experienced for the first time, that there was racial tension between black and white people and that they were expected to occupy different spaces in society.
In the same way, within the very first page the reader has also access to the setting as well as the initial conflict of the story: Clover is a young African American girl between the ages of eight and ten who lives with her family on one side of that fence; on the other side lives a white family. To create tension, we hear Clover's mom saying: "Don´t This is the question that any young reader may ask himself or herself when reading the beginning of this book.
As the story line progresses, the conflict and the tension increases when Clover sees a young white girl sitting on that fence. The latter even shows interest in playing with her and her African American friends, but to them this white girl, who lives on the other side of the fence, only represents a mysterious threat so they feel afraid of her. They have been taught to keep a distance from that world on that other side so they continue to do so. Clover, however, feels more and more intrigued. Woodson's style holds the reader's interest by creating suspense regarding the action that will arouse the subsequent characters' reactions. If in literary terms the conflict is defined as the struggle against opposing forces, it is significant that in this case those opposed forces embody black children against white children. Is it possible for them to be friends? The conflict as a result is twofold: On the one hand, we find Clover's own internal conflict about overcoming her fears and talking to the white girl. On the other, there is the conflict of person-against-society: Can Clover defy social and racial historical conventions? Can she climb over that fence and overlook the barriers between black and white people? In fact, what Clover and Annie eventually do by becoming friends is to disregard the old beliefs and take a first step towards putting an end to that fence that keep people apart.
In The Other Side we find that conflict is mainly caused by social and racial issues, but also by the natural growth of a young girl. Clover is a full developed character with the complexities of an African American child maturing in the United States some time presumably in the 1960s or 1970s. These decades are characterized by tension and despair among African Americans. Although the 1950s had been a decade marked by historic progress in the campaign for racial justice, in much of the country, as Walter R.
Allen and Reynolds Farley indicate, "blacks could not attend the same schools, eat at the same restaurants, or stay at the same hotels as whites. Black Americans were also denied opportunities in education and employment and, in Southern states, their voting rights" (1986: 278). Thus, the struggle to build a society free of persecutions and discrimination against blacks was far from finished and it would carry on into the 1960s. Thanks to the emergence and the influence of prominent leaders such as President John F. Kennedy and Martin Luther King, Jr., the African Americans' demands for equality and change came to be recognized as the nation's pre-eminent challenge (Rosenberg 2006: 212) . However, both leaders were murdered and by then, Malcolm X was proclaiming that a more militant approach could be used to gain civil rights. Soon after, the Civil Rights Movements took place and in the 1970s students' protest and the Black Power movement expanded.
While Woodson does not explicitly portray any social or political issue, she makes
Clover's traits and experiences believable and as the story goes by, we come to know her well through the words she says, her thoughts and her actions. Woodson relies on imagery, appealing to the reader's senses, to give us different impressions of the protagonist's personality. Based on her tone and her choice of details, she stirs the reader's imagination. In this way, we can sense Clover's growth throughout the story.
Whereas at the beginning we infer her young mind through her observations, her childish use of the language and her way of recalling her mom's warnings; at the end of the book her actions and comments demonstrate her development as a character.
To illustrate these points, we see how Clover at first expresses her thoughts through sentence structure that reflect her young age. She says, for instance:
She never sat on that fence with anybody, that girl didn't. (Woodson 2001a: 4) or She looked sad sometimes, that girl did. (Woodson 2001a: 8) Through these statements not only is she articulating her thoughts in order to reaffirm herself, but also revealing her concern about that unknown white girl who seems lonely and blue. Furthermore, this same concern brings to light Clover's warm heart, inner curiosity and feeling of uncertainty on how to act. This is evident again when she recalls the time when they were jumping rope and Annie asked if she could play:
And my friend Sandra said no without even asking the rest of us. But Woodson's story goes further than that. It is not her intention to instigate hatred or accuse anybody. On the contrary, the message in her picture book is one of optimism.
As Cindy Giorgis and Nancy Johnson indicate, the author's "hopeful child's voice [and the illustrator] E.B. Lewis' watercolors capture the powerful mood of the story, the longing for friendship revealed by the girls' body language" (2001a: 310). As already mentioned, Woodson's message echoes Du Bois' philosophy that considers that "the history of the American Negro is the history of his strife.
[…] He simply wishes to make it possible for a man to be both a Negro and an American, without being cursed and spit upon by his fellows, without having the doors of Opportunity closed roughly in his face" (1903: 5). There is no doubt that among the themes of the book are attempts to support the ongoing struggle for equality, racial pride, strength and self-definition, but also interracial relationships, the role of the family and the community in the shaping of identity, and the role of education for both black and white children. For Du Bois, African American people are gifted with a second-sight. They can develop a double consciousness that allow them to be proud of their heritage while at the same time be
American; that means living in the United States together with everybody else no matter the racial designation.
For Clover, Annie is like an enigma that she wants to decipher but does not know how to start. The important thing is that she is willing to try. She narrates how that summer (o)n rainy days that girl sat on the fence in a raincoat. She let herself get all wet and acted like she didn't even care. Sometimes I saw her dancing around in puddles, splashing and laughing. (Woodson 2001a: 9) Clover is puzzled about how someone who lives so close can feel so distant and foreign to her. Here the author portrays a contrast between the two girls, and how Clover is in the process of developing that double consciousness that would let her figure out the white girl. It is significant that Annie is portrayed as the other, that is, the different one.
On the contrary, Clover, as the self, appears inside her house looking out through the window. The watercolor illustrations are also crucial at this point. They set a tone of warmth, happiness and love. E.B. Lewis gives the reader a glimpse of Clover's home paying attention to details such as the four-tray shelf full of books, the book on the ottoman next to the armchair as if someone is currently reading it, the xylophone on the floor, and the picture frames. They symbolize knowledge, dignity, creativity, selfesteem, and most importantly, they break old stereotypes about black people related to 33 their lack of interest in reading and learning or their poor living conditions. In The
Other Side, home is a comfort zone.
On the other hand, it is necessary to pay attention to Clover's words on this page. As Nancy D. Tolson puts it, "a good picture book for children consists of illustrations that validate the words and vice versa, creating a much fuller understanding for the child" (2008: 38) . Clover says:
Mama wouldn't let me go out in the rain. "That's why I bought you rainy-day toys", my mama said. "You stay inside here -where it's warm and safe and dry". But every time it rained, I looked for that girl. And I always found her. Somewhere near the fence. (Woodson 2001a: 12) The author's use of language here illustrates the previous ideas about Clover's mom taking good care of her but also the child's restless mind and desire to go outside. The use of "but" at the beginning of the fourth sentence reveals Clover' slight rebellious attitude. Her mom's words do not comfort her at this moment. It seems as if there is something else in her head, as if she could not stop thinking about that girl on the other side of the fence. The rain is both outside and in her own thoughts. Woodson's language style in this excerpt can be related to Henry Louis Gates, Jr's theory of Signifyin(g), a
uniquely black rhetorical concept, entirely textual or linguistic, rooted in the black vernacular tradition by which a second statement or figure repeats, or tropes, or reverses the first (Gates 1987: 49) . In black vernacular, Signifying is verbal play. It is a rhetorical strategy, a sign that words cannot be trusted, that even the most literal utterance allows room for interpretation. In other words, what is said by a person must be understood in terms of context and other factors, rather than in and of itself. In this case, the fence stands up as a barrier that separates people but further than that, as an obstacle that also impedes access to knowledge. Clover becomes aware of her lack of understanding and every time she is confused (every time it rains), she tries to find an answer (she looks for that girl), and that answer is always near the fence. As a result, she realizes that the fence is the key and therefore, she has a strong desire to overcome it. Rising above the fence means defeating separation and inequality but over all, defeating ignorance.
Similarly, a double reading can also be done on the following page of the book when Clover narrates:
Someplace in the middle of the summer, the rain stopped. When I walked outside, the grass was damp and the sun was already high up in the sky. And I stood there with my hands up in the air. I felt brave that day. I felt free.
Following Gates' theory of Signifying, the fact that the rain stopped and the sun began to shine can be read as the end of Clover's conflict. She has made up her mind. Now she feels free to do what she wants to do. For that reason, it is not without significance, that on the next page the climax of the story takes place: Clover gathers her courage, approaches the fence and talks to Annie for the first time.
As the story progresses, in the last part of the book, Clover shows her growth and mental development. She becomes friends with Annie, sits on the fence with her, dares to disregard Sandra and her other African American friends and even succeeds eventually in integrating Annie to the group by playing all together. In the very end, what was originally a barrier becomes a link between the two sides. The author leaves a final hopeful message for the reader through Annie and Clover's words:
"Someday somebody's going to come along and knock this old fence down". Annie said. And I nodded. "Yeah", I said. "Someday". (Woodson 2001a: 29) From a literary point of view, when the reader is assured that all is well and will continue to be, we can say that the denouement is closed, or that the plot has a closed ending. In this case, the tying of the loose ends is thoroughly optimistic. There is no anxiety for black or white children on the last page of the story. It ends with Clover and Annie imagining a fenceless world. Both of them agree on the idea of knocking the fence down, assuming that it is old, from a different era and not from their own.
Likewise, it is important that it is Annie the one who stated the idea first and not Clover showing thus a similarity between the viewpoints of the two girls.
Along this line of argument, we see how the first conflict in the story has been solved.
Clover has come to terms with the racial reality in which she lives, she has acquired a new outlook on life -she has been brave to become friends with Annie and sit on the fence; all that means new knowledge. By contrast, the second conflict, the social and racial issues are still pending. The idea of sitting on the fence symbolizes the girls American children who in the past often "felt ignored, mentally abused and confused from exposure to books that are invisible to their child's identity" (Tolson 2008: 2) . The next question then that needs to be addressed is why it should be implied that the target audience of The Other Side is only African American young readers. Why should not European and American white children read it? This book is a tool of reflection and enrichment that demonstrates racial and cultural understanding for all children. It portrays themes that affect all human beings no matter the racial designation. By reading a book written from the perspective of an African American girl in children's terms, young white readers also could gain an understanding of how all children have similar concerns as they grow up. European and American white children could thus begin to reflect on the past of oppression and discrimination that black Americans endured. Clove and Annie represent a new generation of children who are brave to disregard the skin color historical differences and forge a friendship. The Other Side is thus a book with multicultural characters and themes that can be regarded as an
